The present paper discusses the chreiai from the manuscript corpus of student style exercises, dating from the end of the initial (or Swedish) period in the history of the University of Tartu (then Academia Gustavo-Carolina Dorpatensis), 1690-1710.1 First the notion of chreia in ancient theory and practice will be examined, then its use by the students in Dorpat.
After a decline during the Middle Ages, progymnasmata came to be used again in schools and universities of Europe.4 The most popular handbook was Aphthonius' Progym nas mata and its translations by Agricola and Cataneus, but Theon, Priscian and Quintilian were widely read as well.5 However, some of the original fourteen progymnasmata were occasionally included among Latin style exercises, more oriented towards the study of the Latin language; thus chreia, maxim, description, narration and ethopoeia (and/or other progymnasmata) were practised together with characterisation, translation and letter-writing.
This combination was common for new school programmes in reformed Germany and can be seen (among others) in two textbooks of Latin stylistics by Johannes Schefferus, De stylo (1652-1653) and Gymnasium Styli (1657), which were especially important in the schools and universities of northern Europe.6
Chreia and its Elaboration
In common usage, chreia refers to didactic anecdotes about the deeds or words of historical figures, occasionally overlapping with other notions, such as gnome, apophthegma, ainos, apomnemoneuma or diatribe.7 Three of them fall under progymnasmata: chreia, maxim (gnome) and fable (ainos). The fable stands apart from the others by its definition (not relating to persons), but the other two are closely connected. The maxim appears at first in the discussion of the rhetorical syllogism (enthymeme). According to Aristotle's Rhetoric 2.21 (1394a-1395b) the maxim or the saying (gnome,
